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Mark 1 '"The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of
God, 2as it is written in Isaiah the prophet:
“I will send my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way”—
3“a voice of one calling in the wilderness,
‘Prepare the way for the Lord,
make straight paths for him.”
4 And so John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5 The whole Judean countryside and all the
people of Jerusalem went out to him. Confessing their sins, they were baptized by
him in the Jordan River. € John wore clothing made of camel’s hair, with a leather
belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 And this was his
message: “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose
sandals | am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 8| baptize you with water, but he
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

This is the Word of the Lord.
Dear Friends in Christ,

When a head of state travels, there is a lot of security. Back when | was at
Dordt College in lowa in the 1980s, there was a presidential election and one
candidate came to Dordt to speak. Well, for days in advance, security personnel
swept the campus up and down to make it safe. Today, that kind of security has
only been increased many times over. When our Prime Minister goes on trade
mission or to some other overseas meeting, The RCMP, who are in charge of his
security, need to make all kinds of preparations that cost hundreds of thousands
of dollars. In 2023, for example, our PM’s 5-day trip to India cost over $400,000
just for RCMP security. It's part of the preparations necessary for such things.

In today’s Bible reading, Mark tells us that a king is on his way and
someone is assigned to make preparations for his arrival. That someone is John
the Baptist. And that king, of course, is Jesus Christ the Son of God. Next week,
Advent will start. And that’s about preparing for the coming of Jesus. Today’s
reading takes place about 30 years after the birth of Jesus and John the Baptist is
preparing not for the birth of Jesus but for his ministry. Mark introduces us to John
and then we read that John says,

Mk1:7 . "After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose

sandals | am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 8 | baptize you with

water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit."
John speaks of preparing the way for the sandals of God. He knows the task is
important and his words make it plain that he understands who Jesus is. What we



need to see is that God uses John so powerfully because John recognizes his
place in relation to Jesus with respect to Timing, Power and Manifestation.

Timing

So what about timing? John says,

Mk1:7 . "After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose

sandals | am not worthy to stoop down and untie.
He’s speaking about time. Someone is coming after him? He’s not talking about
someone chasing him down. No, he’s concerned about someone who will follow
up on his work in the days ahead. Jesus is right behind John in the temporal
sense of the word. He comes afterwards.

John is the son of the high priest Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth. When
the angel announces John’s birth to his parents, the angels says, according to
Luke,

Lk1:16 Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God.

7 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to

turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the

wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.
That’s his job... John is marked as a messenger of the promised Saviour. He
comes before and gets the people prepared for Jesus!

You know, we shouldn’t be quick to skim over the ministry and effect of
John the Baptist. God made him a great preacher only a few years before Jesus
begins to minister. Then at the height of John’s success, he is expected to pack it
in to make way for Jesus. Would you do that? Would you and | build a business or
even a ministry and when it’'s going well just step aside? Think about it. Large
crowds are coming to John. Mark describes it like this in v.5:

Mk 1:5 The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went

out to him...
Obviously, Mark doesn’t mean absolutely every last person in the area. He's
talking like we would when we are excited about something. We might say,
“Everyone is coming! or “People are coming by the busloads!” Mark’s point is that
large crowds of people are giving up on the official religious cult and their leaders
in Jerusalem and flocking into the desert to listen to John.

This wild man dresses in camel’s skin like the Old Testament prophet Elijah
and, according to v.4, preaches

Mk 1:4 a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins
He'’s not concerned, like the Pharisees and Sadducees, about keeping every little
law that they have dreamed up in order to gain points with God and keep the
people in check. No, John opposes that works-righteousness of the Pharisees.
He hates the pursuit of worldly comforts. Therefore, he calls people to repent of
their sin, rather than trying to cover it up like throwing a nice tablecloth over top of
a table full of dirty dishes and thinking that’s clean. John reminds the people that



all of the outward comforts people have are merely giving them a false sense of
security. They need to be right with God.

And the people—both rich and poor—appear to be listening. John is a
successful preacher! He's a threat to the establishment in Jerusalem. The
religious leaders don’t like him any more than they will like Jesus later on.

John'’s ministry is growing and just when it's peaking, God says, “Your job
is done, John!” And John is okay with that. John is so in tune with God’s plan for
his life that he’s just waiting for the time when he must back off. John understands
God’s timing is perfect and he accepts his blessed position to come before the
Messiah. He knows what a privileged position he holds in preparing the people for
the arrival of Jesus Christ.

Humbleness and obedience to God with respect to his calling mark John
the Baptist’s life. He’s good with God’s timing for him and his work. That brings us
to our second point. Not only does John recognize his place in relation to Jesus
with respect to timing. He also knows his place with respect to power.

Power

| don’t think most of us would blame John for wanting to stay with his
rapidly growing ministry. But because he knows God’s plan for him and the
importance of the one coming after him, John says,

Mk1:7 . "After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose

sandals | am not worthy to stoop down and untie.

It is easy for any of us to get caught up in the forward momentum of what
we are doing without recognizing God’s hand in our lives. Any success we have
must be attributed to God. John is quick to do that. John counts himself as the
lowliest of a king’s servants in relation to Jesus. His own power, strength and
influence are nothing compared to that of the One to come.

According to Luke 3:15, many people are confused and some even think
that John the Baptist is the long-awaited Messiah. John, however, knows who he
is. Though Jesus comes after John in time, he is greater than him in power.
There is a qualitative difference between them. John knows that Jesus is infinite
and he is finite. Jesus is Eternal; John is temporal. Jesus is the Light of the world
who shines like the sun but John is merely reflecting the light of Jesus just as the
moon has no light of its own but only reflects the light of the sun.

To emphasize his power in relation to Jesus, John uses that imagery of
sandals. In his day, when a master returned home, weary from travel and with
dusty sandals, the servant or slave would do all he could to help make the master
comfortable. But John is saying that in relation to Christ, he is not even worthy to
be a slave. You see, in Jewish tradition, a master’s disciples would be willing to




do anything for him except stoop down and untie his dirty sandals. In contrast,
the master’s slave would do everything, including untying sandals and washing
dirty feet. But now we come to John who is saying that in relationship to Jesus, he
is not even worthy to be a slave. John sincerely knows how great and holy Jesus
is and that's why he says that he is not even worthy to be a slave of Jesus.

| suppose it might be comparable in our society to saying it would be a
tremendous honour to wash the toilet of the King. The lowest job is still an honour
when doing it for the King! And John says that no matter how lowly the job | do for
Jesus, it is a tremendous honour. I'm not worthy even to untie his sandals and
wash his feet. So I'll gladly do whatever he asks of me.

God’s grace comes to give us dignity and worth. He brings us to salvation
through Jesus’ sacrifice for us. And he calls us into his service! Do we count it a
huge honour and privilege? There is no job too small or insignificant for us to do if
it means serving our Lord and King, Jesus Christ. This is true in the church too.
There is no spiritual gift too small. Every gift we’ve been given is to be used to
serve Jesus. This is also why some of the apostles talked about their willingness
to suffer and even die for the sake of following Jesus. And they did so. It was an
honour. Same is true for martyrs today—just a side note that you're all invited to
come to worship this evening as we pray for the persecuted church where being
martyred is still a reality.

Since John the Baptist had grown to be quite popular among the people,
he could have said, “Hey, Jesus, get your own disciples. | was here first. This is
my church. You can start your own.” But he knows who Jesus is and he knows
who he is. So he counts it a great honour—an honour he is not worthy of—to
prepare the way for the sandaled feet of Jesus.

My dear friends, have you considered what a privilege it is to be a disciple
of Jesus? Though you may have the riches that we can gain in this world, though
we may have more worldly status than Jesus ever did, do we still recognize who
we are in relation to him? Do we consider it an honour to serve him in any way he
calls? Or have we fallen into the trap of thinking that certain jobs are below us?
Do we think that we’d be willing to serve the Lord as a deacon, but we wouldn’t
step foot in the nursery because we’re too good for that? Do we perhaps think
that we’re too busy in other things to devote our time to serving the Lord in his
Church? Do we think that we are entitled to our money rather than sharing it to
advance the name of Jesus? Or perhaps the opposite is true; maybe we think we
have nothing to offer Jesus and so we don’t even try.

The truth is that none of us is worthy to serve Jesus but all of us are
nonetheless invited to do so. There’s something we all can do. And doing it will
only bring greater joy into our lives. We offer our lives to serve Jesus who is
greater than us, supreme in power and full of grace.



That brings us to our final consideration this morning. John knows his
place with respect to timing and power and also to what | call manifestation.

Manifestation

| don’t know if that’s the best word to describe it, but John knows that
Jesus is greater than he is because Jesus gives the greater sign and gift to us.
You see, after John says that he’s not worthy to stoop down and untie Jesus’
sandals, he says this:

Mk 1:8 | baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.

John is saying, | can baptize you with water but that water doesn’t do
anything because of me. I'm just the person God uses to give the sign of the
work that Jesus alone can do. My baptism points you to Jesus by calling you to
repent of your sins. And that prepares us to receive the work of transformation
that only Jesus can do in our lives.

Congregation, John shows us how a true disciple lives in relation to Jesus.
It's not about us. It's about Jesus! Jesus baptizes us with the Holy Spirit so that
God and God'’s power lives in us. God’s people, Jesus’ followers—even you and
me today—will not find joy in living for our own glory and self-gratification. We
won'’t find purpose in building our own kingdom. Life’s greatest joy and purpose is
found in knowing Jesus as the Messiah and in letting every part of our life be lived
in service to him. And we can do that because Jesus baptizes us with the Holy
Spirit. Preparing for Christmas is about preparing to let Jesus take his rightful
place as king of our lives.

With the Holy Spirit living in us, there’s a sense in which our lives become
the place where the sandals of God walk. The Holy Spirit gives gifts to each of us
so that we can be like John who pointed people to Jesus, rather than trying to get
people to see how great we are. With the gifts and power of the Holy Spirit, we
can stoop down to untie the sandals of our neighbours and friends as if theirs are
the feet of Jesus. We must know—and try to show—that we are servants of
Jesus our great King, empowered by the Holy Spirit. And as we come together for
the Lord’s Supper, we are also strengthened for this task by the Holy Spirit.

As a follower of Jesus Christ, then, do you feel as honoured as John? Do
you ever stop to think that we are also not worthy to be messengers of Jesus in
our world? We aren’t worthy in and of ourselves but we are privileged. We are
privileged to know Jesus and to be baptized with the Holy Spirit so that our lives
can testify to the world around us that Jesus has come and is coming again. May
our lives demonstrate to others the joy and purpose we know as those who
prepare for our King’s arrival.



